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Furlough and For Love: An Examination of 
John N. Calhoun 
By Kristofer Yambao 
This letter dated Oct. 6th 1941 was sent by John N Calhoun to his 
wife, Dorothea. The subject matter of this letter is John's recent 
attainment of furlough. Furlough is basically time-off from the 
army. He is contacting his, what we can assume to be, girlfriend 
because he is coming home and wants her and his family to be free 
for the week. John's aim is to get Dorothea to free up her schedule 
and to make her excited for things that they will do together when 
he is on furlough. We can see many rhetorical strategies at work. 
All to allow for the persuasion of his darling Dorothea. 
 
Image: "Well I got my furlough" 
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Image: An example of a ticket for furlough. Courtesy DIY History 
In the book "Thank You For Arguing" by Jay Heinrichs, we are 
taught about the advanced and all-too-often unnoticed tactics 
within a rhetorical offense. In the letter, we see John writes to 
Dorothea about how busy they were the past weekend, and how 
just now he is able to write to her. This, in the rhetorical world is 
known as a "hamartia" or a "tactical flaw". By stating how busy he 
was at the base, undoubtedly in the service of his country, he 
builds emotional support for his letter. His audience, Dorothea, has 
no choice but to feel sympathetic for John and is further influenced 
to free up her time during his furlough. Furthermore John makes 
an effort to persuade her emotions by saying how he would have 
"loved being with [her] so much and would have enjoyed driving her 
home while she slept" (John N Calhoun 1941). This would have 
invoked desire in Dorothea, another pathos-laden tactic addressed 
in the Heinrichs. Desire, along with lust, pushes the target 
audience towards action, rather than just provoking thought, as 
with the other devices used. It is a powerful tool in convincing 
someone to do something and I believe that Calhoun is justified in 
employing this tactic. History portrays the Great War of the early 
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20th century to be one of the most horrific and deadly of all time. 
With the advancement of technology, the old adage of "Whatever 
happens, we have got the Maxim machine gun, and they have not," 
proved to be wrong. All armies had the power to decimate each 
other, no soldier was safe. This in mind, we can imagine that times 
of peace, even furloughs that were few and far in between were to be 
treasured and fully utilized. 
The world that John C Calhoun inhabited at this time was ignorant 
of the full force of the Axis powers. In fact, it would be two full 
months before the events of the "Day that would live down in 
infamy" took place. America knew of the war in Europe and the 
Pacific, but policies of neutrality set down by previous presidential 
administrations had kept American troops off of foreign soil. On the 
day that this letter was written, the Germans had pushed their way 
into Russia, and the battle of Stalingrad is raging on. Unbeknownst 
to Calhoun, the Japanese prepare for the assault on Pearl Harbor. 
 
Image: "Dec. 7th 1941, the day that would live down in infamy." 
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Image: Russian soldiers march into Leningrad as the Nazi siege continues. 
Courtesy Wikipedia 
Calhoun at this time is a member of the National Guard, stationed 
in Bringhurst, Indiana. He would later, at the advent of US 
involvement in the war, be released from service and would join the 
US Army to be stationed in Northern Africa. He would hold the 
position of Lieutenant Colonel and would be discharged in 1946. 
The contents of this letter are immensely affected by the historical 
context. Had this letter been written just two months and one day 
later, we can assume that they message would be quite different. As 
it stands, this letter serves as a lens to look into the past before the 
dawn of US involvement of WWII.  
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Image: The New York Times, 10/5/1941. Courtesy NYT Archives 
 
 
Image: A newspaper article from Oct. 6th 1941. John Calhoun would have been 
able to see this headline from the New York Times. 
From the articles above we can see that the buildup of armaments 
was imminent, yet neither the American public, nor military 
personnel had thought that troop mobilization was in question. In 
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fact, Calhoun never mentions a war to be fought, all he is 
concerned about is Dorothea, and her being free for the week of 
John's furlough. Had the United States been in the full throws of 
war, John wouldn't have been able to go home at all, granted 
furloughs during times of conflict are few and far between. 
References: 
., U. (2002, January 1). MsC 274, John N Calhoun Biographical 
history. Retrieved October 7, 2014. 
Heinrichs, J. (20013). Thank you for arguing: What Aristotle, Lincoln, 
and Homer Simpson can teach us about the art of persuasion (2nd 
ed.). New York: Three Rivers Press. 
Calhoun, J. (n.d.). DIYHistory | Transcribe | World War II Diaries 
and Letters | John N. Calhoun family letters, August 1941-
February 1946 | 1941-10-06 Page 1. Retrieved October 7, 2014. 
World War II Day-By-Day. (2007, June 20). Retrieved October 7, 
2014. 
Catledge, T. (1941, October 6). Arms Budget Put 7 Billions Higher. 
Retrieved October 7, 2014. 
THE NEWS OF THE WEEK IN REVIEW. (1941, Oct 05). New York 
Times (1923-Current File) Retrieved 
fromhttp://search.proquest.com/docview/105594964?accountid=1
4663 
 
